Association for Information Systems

AIS Electronic Library (AISeL)
AMCIS 2000 Proceedings

Americas Conference on Information Systems
(AMCIS)

2000

Dominance Controlled using GSS
Leonie Thomas
University of Tasmania, leonie.thomas@utas.edu.au

Tim Freeman
University of Tasmania, tim.freeman@utas.edu.au

Follow this and additional works at: http://aisel.aisnet.org/amcis2000
Recommended Citation
Thomas, Leonie and Freeman, Tim, "Dominance Controlled using GSS" (2000). AMCIS 2000 Proceedings. 76.
http://aisel.aisnet.org/amcis2000/76

This material is brought to you by the Americas Conference on Information Systems (AMCIS) at AIS Electronic Library (AISeL). It has been accepted
for inclusion in AMCIS 2000 Proceedings by an authorized administrator of AIS Electronic Library (AISeL). For more information, please contact
elibrary@aisnet.org.

Dominance Controlled using GSS
Leonie Thomas, School of Information Systems, Unviersity of Tasmania, Australia,
Leonie.Thomas@utas.edu.au
Tim Freeman, School of Information Systems, University of Tasmania, Australia,
Tim.Freeman@utas.edu.au
or keyboard dialog. Consequently, Atkinson noted that
the verbal dialog tended to dominate meeting process and
the meetings tended to be less than democratic. As a
result Atkinson raises serious concerns as to how well
GSS systems captured the dialog within a GSS meeting.
This paper aims to explore these issues and reflect on
Atkinson's findings.

Abstract
The concept of participation can be an influencing
factor when deciding to use a GSS as a process to support
group problem solving or gathering information. This
paper will explore the issue of domination, participation
and verbal communication by examining the GSS
environment. The case study considered in this paper
involved a project review of a Call Center implemented
within the Tasmania Police.

This paper explores a GSS systems and presents a
number of observations concerning the interaction of
verbal and electronic dialog.

It was found that the GSS systems provided a level
playing field, allowing each participant to contribute prior
to any dialogue with other participants and all meaningful
dialogue was captured during the automated session. GSS
provided an environment in which domination was
eliminated and participants were operating with a level
playing field.

The Tasmania Police completed a project that
involved the implementation of a Call Center. The project
team was preparing to hand the project over to the
appropriate department. Prior to the hand over a review
of the project had been conducted using the GSS and a
manual system. This case study provided an opportunity
for comparison and examination.

Keywords
Group decision making, Group DSS

Tasmania Police
Tasmania is the Island State of Australia and has a
Police force of approximately 1100 sworn officers. The
Police have just implemented a call center to collect
information in relation to Offence Reports. An officer
will ring details to the call center from either the
complainant's home or by using the radio. The project has
been finalised and the project team is handing it over to
the appropriate department. Prior to this a review of the
project has been conducted using both the GSS and the
manual system to gather feedback.

Introduction
Group support systems (GSS) are a combination of
information technology, problem solving methods, and
facilitation designed to improve the productivity of group
discussion, dialog and decision making. A number of
researchers have considered the advantages and
disadvantages of GSS tools (Dennis, 1991; Nunamaker et
al., 1993).
It is clear from the literature that GSS tools have a
significant impact on group participation and dialog
(Zigurs, Poole and DeSanctis, 1988; Pervan, 1994).
There are differing opinions as to how verbal and
electronic dialog interact. Early research suggested that
GSS replaced verbal dialog with electronic dialog.
However DeSanctis and Gallupe (1987) describe GSS as
adding a communication channel rather than replacing
one. Further to this Atkinson (1997) suggests that verbal
and electronic dialog are distinct and separate and raises
concerns that the richness and content of verbal dialog is
not captured within the electronic channel.

The automated feedback procedure
Structure of the sessions
Four GSS feedback sessions were conducted with
different groups involved in the call centre project; the
project team, call centre operators, allocation officers and
the senior management. Each session was three hours in
length with five to ten participants in each session.
The GSS meeting room consisted of a U-shaped table
equipped with 12 networked laptops and a projection
screen located at the front of the room. The GSS software
package MeetingWorks was used to conduct the meetings.
Facilitation of the meetings was split between a process
facilitator and a technical facilitator.
The process

Atkinson (1997) makes a number of interesting
observations, which this paper aims to explore. Atkinson
notes that despite the use of GSS systems, meetings tend
to consist of up to 80% verbal dialog and 20% electronic
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established dominance of one of the participants. This
participant had been observed on numerous occasions
dominating meetings.

facilitator assumed the traditional role, whilst the technical
facilitator managed the GSS system.
The automated session consisted of three distinct
phases: expectations, issues and benefits. Each phase
involved three steps. Participants were firstly given the
opportunity to electronically submit a number of ideas
anonymously. Participants were encouraged to focus on
their own ideas and asked not to enter into discussions
with other participants. To encourage participant to focus
the project was placed on standby eliminating the visual
display during this critical first stage. The layout of the
room made it easy for the facilitator to monitor any
discussion and encourage participants to focus on entering
their issues. Discussion commenced as participants
completed entering their ideas.
These discussions
however were not restricted to the task at hand and only
happened with participants that had also completed step
one.

Members had no prior knowledge of how the session
would be ran. The briefing they received identified the
session as a feedback session for the Call Centre project.
The group consisted of eight participants representing the
following areas of the organisation; a CIB detective, IT
team leader, IT manager, project manager, project team
member, Director of Administration, operational sergeant
and the Call Centre manager. Facilitation of the session
was focused on eliminating discussion prior to the capture
of each participant’s issues. During the discussion phase
the process facilitator allowed the ensuing discussion to
flow freely to ensure participants each had a chance of
entering into the discussion. The process facilitator while
not a member of the Police is currently conducting
research with the Police. This gave the facilitator some
insight into the project that was being reviewed without
being actively involved.

Once all participants had entered their ideas step two
of the process commenced. This step involves clarifying
the entries and removing duplications. The facilitator read
out each entry and the participants were asked to take
ownership and clarify the meaning of the entry. In some
cases where an issue had been discussed before some
rewording would allow the elimination of a duplicate
entry by broading the scope of the wording of the issue to
capture the meaning of both. Participants were encouraged
to note any new ideas that evolved during the discussion
and have these included before proceeding to the next
step. The discussion of issues happened at the group
level. Rarely did participants break away and conduct
private conversations. While some participants were more
vocal than others, the discussion alway revolved around
the issues under consideration.

The research design
In addressing the findings by Atkinson (1997)
the focus of the research was on that of verbal and
electronic participation and that of eliminating dominance
from within the group. The issue of equal participation is
not of interest as it suggest a paradigm that is unrealistic.
No session either manual or automated can or ever will
encourage and ensure equal participation nor can there be
any perceived benefits from forcing participants to input
to a process when they have nothing to add or contribute.
Equal participation assumes common personalities,
experience and knowledge. Rather than focus on the
unachievable our interest is in the richness of the session
and the elimination of dominance from within a group by
providing a level playing field. The other area of interest
is that of allowing participants to input their ideas prior to
any discussion or deliberation this is an objective that is
easily achieved with GSS and a process facilitator that
keeps participants focused on the task.

Step three allowed the participants to rank the ideas in
order of importance using a scale of 1-5 with 5 being the
most important issue. On completing the ranking results
were reviewed and participants were asked to re-rank the
top bracket of issues from 1-N. This step was quick to
conduct and provided rapid feedback to participants.
Discussion was focused around group outcome with little
discussion of personal preference. There was virtually no
discussion prior to the results being presented.

Due to the sensitivity of the organisation recording the
session with a video camera was not possible. With this
method of recording not available the researchers chose to
document the activities of the session by employing the
help of a collegue. The function of our collegue was to
document the session during the second phase using the
following criteria as defined in Figure A.

The senior management group
An evaluation of the session with the senior
management group will provide some insight as to the
benefits of the GSS. This group was chosen for analysis
due to the make up of the participants. The groups
represented a reasonable mix of middle and upper
management with some participants being directly
accountable to other participants.
The reason for
choosing this session for analysis was based on the
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compared to the manual session that consisted of 28
participants and only managed to generate an average of
2.6 issues per participants.

Figure A.
Issue Number
Time stamp

Table 1 details that of the 59 issues generated during
the discussion participants took ownership of 55 with 4
issues not being owned by the group. This statistic is not
unusual as some of the issues were straightforward and
therefore required no further discussion.
At the
completion of the second step the issues were reduced to
35.

Ownership
Other comments:
Person
Agreement/Disagreement
Other

The individual ownership of the 55 issues is explored
in Table 1. Participant 3 took ownership of 10 issues the
maximum allowed in the session. 8 issues were each
owned by participants 8 and 4 followed by 7 issues being
owned by participants 1 and 2. With an average of 7
issues per participant 5 participants meet or exceed the
average. All participants generated issues. On the other
end of the scale the two participants who took ownership
of only 5 and 4 issues had a narrow exposure to the call
centre project thereby limiting their input within this
particular group.

New issues arising
The data was collected by assigning the participants a
number which, related to their seating, and focusing on the
content of the discussion in reference to the issue being
discussed. While the content of the discussion was not
documented the focus of the discussion was of interest.

Analysis of the issue phase
Eight participants generated 59 issues in step one of
the session. This is an average of 7.375 per participant

Table 1: Issues owned by participants
Position No

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8 Total

Issues Owned

7

7

10

8

4

6

5

8

12.73% 12.73% 18.18% 14.55%

7.27% 10.91%

55

9.09% 14.55%

issue. Participant 8 was involved in the discussion more
than other participants. The average number of times
participants entered into the discussion is 8.875 number of
times resulting in 50% of participants exceeding the
average.

Discussion by participants was documented as discrete
events. If a participant entered into the discussion a
number of times in relation to an issue these events were
documented. Table 2 examines the number of times
participants entered into a discussion in relation to an

Table 2: Discussion by participants
Position No

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8 Total

Issues Owned

7

7

10

8

4

6

5

8

12.73% 12.73% 18.18% 14.55%
Position No

1

2

3

4

7.27% 10.91%
5

55

9.09% 14.55%

6

7

8 Total

participants meeting or exceeding the average. As this
table is a combination of table 1 and 2 it is not surprising
that participant 8 has a slightly higher number of
interactions that other participants.

Table 3 examines the total amount of discussion by
participants both in relation to the ownership of an issue
or in the discussion of the issue. The average number of
interactions for the groups was 15.75 with 50% or

Table 3: Total number of interactions
Position No
Total number of verbal interactions

1
15
11.90%

2
8
6.35%

3
24
19.05%
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4
20
15.87%

5
5
3.97%

6
12
9.52%

7
17
13.49%

8 Total
25
126
19.84%

who raised them. The statistic would indicate that the
issues were either clearly expressed or there was total
agreement on behalf of the group therefore not requiring
further discussion

After evaluating the issues owned and the discussion
of issues by participants, an evaluation of the discussion
by participants in relation to their own issues maybe of
interest. 18.18% of issues were discussed by the person

Table 4: Issues discussed by owner
Position No
Discussed owned issues

1
3
42.86%

2
1
14.29%

3
2
20.00%

4
0
0.00%

5
1
25.00%

6
1
16.67%

7
1
20.00%

8 Total
1
12.50%

The previous analysis has focused on the individual
participants and their involvement in the discussion of
issues. Table 5 takes an alternate look by focusing on the
issues and the number of individuals that enter into the
discussion of those issues. The analysis of the issues
focuses on how many different participants enter into the
discussion and treats a discussion as continuous rather
than a discrete event.

Of the 55 owned issues 23 or 38.98% instigated
discussions involving 1 or more people with discussion
involving both 2 and 4 participants ranking the most
prominent. Table 6 provides the number of instances as
well as percentages to the total number of discussions
involving 1 or more people.

Total number of issues
59
Issues owned
55
No discussion of issue
36
1 person discussed
5
2 people discussed
7
3 people discussed
3
4 people discussed
7
5 people discussed
1
6 people discussed
0
7 people discussed
0
8 people discussed
0
Table 5: Analysis of discussion of issues

No discussion of issue 1 or more
1 person discussed
2 people discussed
3 people discussed
4 people discussed
5 people discussed
6 people discussed
7 people discussed
8 people discussed

Table 6 Discussion per issue

93.22%
61.02%
8.47%
11.86%
5.08%
11.86%
1.69%
0.00%
0.00%
0.00%

23
5
7
3
7
1
0
0
0

21.74%
30.43%
13.04%
30.43%
4.35%
0.00%
0.00%
0.00%

To examine the concept of dominance further we can
look at the discussions involving both 2 and 4 people
under the previous method of analysis. Table 7 and 8
details the number of times participant engaged in
discussion of an issue using the discrete event approach.

A point of significant interest is that 36 or 61.02% of
the 59 issues did not result in any additional discussion
other than that of the person who generated the idea.
These issues were readily accepted by the group and
expressed in such a manner that they required no further
clarification.

Table 7: 2 people discussions
Position No
Involved in discussion with 2 people

1
1
7.14%

2
0
0.00%

3
3
21.43%

Participant 4 lead the discussion of issues where there
were 2 or more people involved closely followed by
participants 3 and 8.

4
4
28.57%

5
0
0.00%

6
1
7.14%

7
2
14.29%

8 Total
3
21.43%

14

Table 8 identifies participant 8 as leading the discussion
followed by participant 3

Table 8: 4 people discussions
Position No
Involved in discussion with 4 people

1
4
10.53%

2
1
2.63%

3
8
21.05%
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4
4
10.53%

5
1
2.63%

6
3
7.89%

7
7
18.42%

8 Total
10
26.32%
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to capture the verbal dialogue that otherwise would be
lost.

DISCUSSION
On reflection there are a number of observations that
can be made about the dialog during the automated
sessions. Firstly, the GSS systems did provide a level
playing field, allowing each participant to contribute prior
to any dialogue with other participants. This observation
challenges the previous finding of Atkinson (1997). The
Tasmania Police have provided the ideal opportunity to
observe the aspect of democracy and domination within
an automated session. In a normal environment the rank
of an officer will impact on the contribution of other
officers to any discussion. The automated sessions
removed the issue of rank allowing participants the
opportunity to express their views anonymously in the
first instance

Benefits of GSS session
The session was based on a review of a project rather than
ideas generation in relation to strategic planning. This
provided an ideal environment for analysis as participants
had come to the session with issues ready to discuss based
on both their own and their colleges experience with the
call centre. Generating ideas in relation to strategic
planning can result in participants not having any input of
value to add to a session thereby not participating.
The group was selected due to its diversity, level
within the organisation and individuality of the
participants. Prior to the session an analysis of the group
identified participant 8 and 4 as having the ability to
dominate such a session. Participant 8 had previously
dominating meetings and participant 4 due to the position
in the organisation may have been able to influence
proceedings. This analysis added to the credibility of
analysing this particular session, as the focus was that of
eliminating or controlling domination.

Secondly, all meaningful dialogue was captured during
the automated session. The automated session encouraged
dialogue between participants in step two while focusing
on the issue under discussion. Any new idea that was
generated during this discussion was captured and added
to the session. All participants contributed to the
discussion with some taking ownership of some issues
they had not themselves raised.

As stated previously the process facilitator allowed
participants to discuss issues for as long as they felt there
was something worth discussing thereby relying on the
GSS structure to control the issue of domination. Step
two of the issue session lasted for 49 minutes with
discussion ranging from 3 minutes in length to 20
seconds.

Discussion is an inevitable component of both the
automated and manual sessions. The automated session
provided the perfect environment for focussing dialogue
and capturing meaningful discussions. This paper has
demonstrated that automated sessions are better equipped

Table 9: Summary of analysis
Position No
Issues Owned
No of times entered
into discussion of issues
Total number of verbal interactions
Involved in discussion 2 or more
Involved in discussion with 4 people

1
12.73%

2
12.73%

3
18.18%

4
14.55%

5
7.27%

6
10.91%

7
9.09%

8
14.55%

11.27%
11.90%
7.14%
10.53%

1.41%
6.35%
0.00%
2.63%

19.72%
19.05%
21.43%
21.05%

16.90%
15.87%
28.57%
10.53%

1.41%
3.97%
0.00%
2.63%

8.45%
9.52%
7.14%
7.89%

16.90%
13.49%
14.29%
18.42%

23.94%
19.84%
21.43%
26.32%

A review of table 9 indicates that participant 8 had
been involved in a reasonable amount of the discussion in
relation to the issues for the project. Participant 8 was
second to participant 3 in the ownership of issues. The
discussion that involved 2 people identified participant 4
as leading that section.

Conclusion
In the past the literature has focussed on equal
participation (Atkinson, 1997) but that is not the real
issue. The focus has been on the wrong end of the
spectrum and should be on contribution of all members
and that one member of the group does not dominate to
the detriment of other members.

While participant 8 demonstrates more involvement in
three sections this result does not indicate the dominance
that was originally forecast. The percentages indicate that
participation from the members was reasonably spread
with participant 3 and participant 7 heavily involved in
discussions.

The findings of this paper support the case of
controlling dominance in a GSS session. As previously
stated prior to the session it was anticipated that
participant 8 had the ability to dominate the session and
had previously demonstrated he was capable of doing so.
Instead the statistics demonstrate participation by all
members without allowing one to dominate. This paper
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provides evidence that a normally dominant participant is
unable to dominant a GSS session while not restricting
dialogue.
This paper has used statistical analysis to demonstrate
the issue of managing dominance in GSS sessions. Future
work would be focused on data content using a qualitative
approach to examine group dialog in more detail. It is
clear from this paper that analysing group interaction in a
quantitative manner does not provide a complete
understanding of group interaction. The researchers
believe that a qualitative approach will provide insight
and richness at an individual level.
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